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March 2006 87NEW BIOLOGICAL BOOKS
systems, motor systems, development and plasticity
and, ﬁnally, to more complex functions such as lan-
guage, sleep, emotions, and memory. The illustra-
tions are usually clear, well organized, and depict
topics discussed in the adjacent text. Informational
boxes are used to amplify and illustrate particular
points with more detailed explanations. Finally,
there is a CD-ROM companion (Sylvius) that em-
phasizes points of human anatomy discussed in the
volume.
The faults of the book are of two types. First, it
is too often a description of neuroscience rather
than an explanation, in large part because the em-
phasis is on structure rather than on function. Stu-
dents are told about the types of cells, synapses,
systems, and structures that compose the nervous
system, but are too often not told how they work
in enough detail to make mechanism understand-
able. For example, the anatomy of the eye is ex-
plained in some detail in Chapter 10 (Vision: The
Eye), but the elementary optical physics of the eye
is alluded to but not described. In discussing
changes in lens shape to accommodate the eye, the
authors note: “When viewing distant objects, the
lens is made relatively thin and ﬂat and has the
least refractive power. For near vision, the lens be-
comes thicker and rounder and has the most re-
fractive power” (p 231). Although this is correct, it
is likely that most students will not immediately re-
member the relationship between lens refractive
power and the lens focal point, and how these help
create focused images of near and far objects on
the retina. A simple illustration would help. A dif-
ferent problem arises with the explanation of reti-
nal circuit function. Much space is give to the prop-
erties of on/off retinal bipolar and ganglion cells,
as well as the effects of different patterns of illu-
mination on their responses. Although lateral in-
teractions from horizontal cells are shown to ac-
count for neural light adaptation, the importance
of lateral inhibition for both spatial and temporal
contrast enhancement is omitted. Here, the prob-
lem is that anatomy, including the discussion of
transmitter and receptor types, leads the discussion
and makes the larger functional picture difﬁcult to
see.
The second fault is that, with the exception of
the early chapters on cells and synapses, the text is
neither experimental nor comparative. Even in
these chapters, the experiments are too often de-
scribed rather than explained, so that students
have to take the authors’ word for conclusions
rather than being shown how they make sense
from physical and chemical principles. The non-
comparative nature of the book derives from its
focus on humans, but in doing so, it distorts the
nature of neuroscience and does the discipline a
disservice. In this age when animal research is un-
der scrutiny from the public and under attack from
antivivisectionists, it is most important that stu-
dents are shown how our understanding of all as-
pects of the brain, its normal function, and its pa-
thologies, depend on animal research.
Donald H Edwards, Biology and Program in
Brains& Behavior, Georgia State University, Atlanta,
Georgia
Essays in Social Neuroscience. Social Neurosci-
ence Series.
Edited by John T Cacioppo and Gary G Berntson. A
Bradford Book. Cambridge (Massachusetts): MIT
Press. $32.00. xiii  149 p; index. ISBN: 0–262–
03323–2. 2004.
This slim volume of 11 essays by 12 distinguished
neuroscientists is an exciting introduction to both
the contributors’ research programs and the inter-
disciplinary ﬁeld of social neuroscience. According
to the preface, the essays are meant “to tell the
story” of the ﬁeld’s major contemporary leaders.
Each essay is written in a personal voice and uses
relatively little technical jargon, making it more ac-
cessible to readers from many scientiﬁc ﬁelds. So-
cial neuroscience is relatively new, and its bound-
aries not well deﬁned. Thus, the range of topics
covered by this group of contributors is extensive,
including the maternal behaviors of rats, pair
bonding among prairie voles, aggression in rhesus
monkeys, and stress and illness in humans. Some
authors chose to provide more autobiographical
information about how they came to study their
subject, whereas others concentrated on major is-
sues that have confronted them in the course of
their investigations.
The editors, John Cacioppo and Gary Berntson
(major leaders in social neuroscience themselves),
have written both the preface and an excellent
chapter warning of the pitfalls of multilevel analy-
ses and reductionism. They also provide a compel-
ling argument for the need for biological and so-
cial scientists to collaborate with one another, and
point out that social neuroscience has evolved to
have such a multidisciplinary perspective. Unfor-
tunately, there is little direct mention of such col-
laborations in these essays. For example, Esther
Sternberg’s essay mentions her participation in the
MacArthur Foundation’s Network on Mind-Body
Interactions, which involved interactions with sci-
entists from many disciplines, but she does not dis-
cuss how this group worked together or how she
continues to collaborate with other social neuro-
scientists. Nevertheless, although this book does
not provide direct evidence of such interdisciplin-
ary collaborations, one cannot help but catch the
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